HISTORY OF EDUCATION IN
GREAT   BRITAIN
CHAPTER I
ENGLISH SCHOOLS BEFORE THE REFORMATION
"An institution older than the House of Commons, older than
the Universities, older than the Lord Mayor, older even than the
throne or nation itself." In these words, A. F. Leach emphasised
the antiquity of the school of York Minster, of which St. Peter's,
York, is the lineal descendant. In these days, when men are apt
to associate education predominantly with the State, it is useful to
remind ourselves and others that our English schools were the
creation of the Church and took their rise almost at the same time
as the introduction of Christianity into this island. No doubt
schools existed in Roman Britain both before and after Christianity
was accepted as the religion of the Empire, but all traces of them
were swept away by the Anglo-Saxon invasions of the 5th and 6th
centuries.
England received its Christianity through two streams, the
Continental in the south-east and the Celtic in the north. As the
Continental was the first, it is logical to suppose that the earliest
schools were established in Kent, and in the controversy as to which
is the oldest school, Canterbury or York, the evidence seems to
point in favour of the former. It should, however, be noted that
even at the present day, the word "school" is ambiguous. It may
either refer to the building in which instruction is given to pupils,
i.e. the schoolhouse, or it may indicate the assembly of pupils and
teachers met together for the respective purposes of learning and
teaching. There is a close parallel in the use of the word "church"
which can be used to indicate either a body of people united by the
bond of common belief and worship, or the actual building in
which the worship is carried out. In modern usage, school, often,
but not exclusively, emphasises the building, but in mediaeval times
the essential idea was that of a number of scholars who gathered
together to listen to a master. The pupils might be adults or they
might be children. The teaching might be conducted in the open
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